Intervention to improve educational attainment for children in out-of-home care is increasingly being recognised as important for their wellbeing and future opportunities. The paper reports on a mixed method study of the school engagement, or connectedness, of young people in care. The study comprised a survey of 202 young people in care in Queensland, Australia and a matched comparison group of young people not in care, plus interviews with a subset of 65 young people in care who were surveyed. Both the school environment and perceived levels of support influenced school engagement, with those who were assisted by carers and caseworkers more likely to be positively connected with school. These young people perceived education as a pathway to achieving work and life goals. The findings suggest that active and focused attention on young people's school engagement should be part of case planning and monitoring as it offers an additional strategy for improving their educational experience.
Introduction
This paper focuses on the school engagement of young people in out-of-home care. It draws on a mixed methods study of the school to work transition of young people in care, and reports specifically on factors that are important for school engagement and connectedness. It is well established that it is vital for children in out-of-home care to experience stability, permanency, and the opportunity to receive assistance for dealing with trauma and other impacts of maltreatment. As part of promoting their wellbeing, the importance of children having quality educational experiences is also recognized. However, research to date has shown that children in out-of-home care are at risk of a range of unfavourable educational outcomes, such as grade activities with persistence and effort, and participating in and contributing to social and academic opportunities within the school environment. It encompasses the conduct and behavioural aspects of learning (Fredricks et al., 2004) . Emotional engagement focuses on the student's stance or attitude, and the her or his perception of staff, peers, and the learning setting. Both favourable and unfavourable reactions and appraisals may result in a range of emotions such as like, dislike, interest, anxiety, and excitement. Cognitive engagement refers to how much a student is willing to invest or contribute to the acquisition and mastery of learning tasks, including personal motivation, tenacity, and self-management. Engagement is associated with many positive academic outcomes, including achievement and persistence in school (Fredricks et al., 2004) .
Although there is a growing body of research which establishes that children in out-of-home care do not do as well educationally compared to children in the non-care population (Berlin, Vinnerljung, & Hjern, 2011; Dill, Flynn, Hollingshead, & Fernandes, 2012; Kirk & Day, 2011; Trout et al. 2008) , and research which makes recommendations about the interventions and changes in systems that may be beneficial (Driscoll, 2011; Forsmana & Vinnerljunga, 2012; Harker et al., 2004; Martin & Jackson, 2002) , there is little research that has examined the school engagement of children in care. The purpose of this paper is to explore the behavioural, emotional and cognitive school engagement of young people in care compared with those not-incare, and in doing so, to provide guidance about enhancing school engagement through various education and care system interventions.
Method
The data are drawn from a larger study which examined the school to work transition of young people in care in Queensland, Australia. To date, we have reported on the career development of this group . This paper focuses specifically on findings regarding the school engagement of the young people involved.
Participants
Three sources of data inform this study: (a) survey results from 202 young people in outof-home care (predominantly family-based care with foster or kinship carers), (b) survey data from a matched sample of 202 young people not in out-of-home care, and (c) interviews with 65 children in care. The survey was posted initially to 1450 in-care children, who represented all children aged 13 years and over on care and protection orders in Queensland at the time of the study. There were 202 surveys used for data analysis (from 265 returns, 63 were discarded if the young person had left school or if there was substantial missing data). The average age of the 202 in-care participants was 15.2 years (SD = 1.3 years; range = 12.9 to 18.2 years) and included 117 girls (58%) and 85 boys. We also surveyed 378 children who were not in the care of the State, who were used to form a matched cohort comparison group (Farruggia, Greenberger, Chen, & Heckhausen, 2006) . The 202 not-in-care participants did not differ from the in-care group on gender composition, age, or self-reported school achievement. They may have differed on other variables, such as socio-economic status and age of carers. All in-care young people who returned a survey were invited to participate in an interview regarding their experiences.
Sixty-five children agreed to participate (response rate = 24.5%) in the interview. There were 43 girls and 22 boys (age range 14 to 18.2 years) interviewed.
Procedure
The data were collected with approval from the authors' human research ethics committee. The surveys were posted to the in-care participants, and distributed by at schools to the not-in-care participants. Those who completed a survey had their names placed in a draw to win prizes; those who were interviewed received a small monetary payment for their effort. The interviews were conducted face-to-face at the home of the young person, or by telephone for those in the non-metropolitan area, by a trained and experienced interviewer. Interviews generally took 40-50 minutes, were audio recorded, and transcribed.
Survey materials
Both the in-care and not-in-care young people completed scales and items measuring school engagement, school aspirations, value of schooling, school stability, and school supports.
The in-care young people completed additional questions about the supports from their foster carers, supports from their caseworker, and the length of time they were in-care.
School engagement. This was assessed using a 10-item scale formulated by the National Center for School Engagement (Finlay & NCSE, 2006) . The measure is based on the three three types of engagement in the Fredricks et al. (2004) model: behavioural engagement, cognitive engagement, and emotional engagement. Students responded to items such as, "I enjoy the work I do in class", using a 5-point Likert scale. The NCSE reported internal reliability coefficients ranging from .88 to .90 for a slightly longer scale (we deleted six items that did not apply our study; e.g., "When I first walked into my school I thought it was: Good/Bad"), and validity evidence based on convergent evidence with variables such as school achievement and attendance. Using exploratory factor analysis, we identified a single factor that accounted for 63% of the variance and contained factor loadings that ranged from .65 to .83; alpha = .93.
Educational aspirations.
We asked all students to indicate (a) "What is the highest level of education you expect to complete?", and (b) "What is the highest level of education your parents would like you to complete?". For the in-care students only, we asked them to indicate (c) "What is the highest level of education your foster carers would like you to complete?". All three questions were answered using seven options, which ranged from Year 10 to university.
Schooling role models.
We asked all students about the school achievements of their parents and carers. All students were asked to indicate either Yes or No to the questions: (a) "Has anyone in your family studied at university?", and (b) "Has anyone in your family studied at technical college / another college / or done an apprenticeship?"; in-care participants only were asked (c) "Have any of your current carers studied at university?", and (d) "Have any of your current carers studied at technical college / another college / or done an apprenticeship?". 
Interview protocol
The interviews were conducted in order to obtain a greater depth of understanding about the processes and factors considered relevant to the education and future work of young people in care. Young people were asked about their ideas, attitudes, and activities in relation to their education and future work goals, the factors and people influencing them in making decisions in these areas, and generally about what they perceived as hindering or helping them in transitioning from school to work. In particular, they were asked to describe their school experiences. Prompts included what they liked and did not like about school, issues of behaviour, access to resources, and the things that pleased or concerned them regarding their performance at school.
Results

In-care/Not-in-care Group Differences
We used a MANOVA and chi-square analyses to test for differences between the two groups. For the MANOVA, school variables that were completed by all participants (i.e., school engagement, school aspirations for self and parents, school stability, school support from parents, and peer support) were included as dependent variables, and group and gender were included as fixed factors. Gender was included to determine if any differences were moderated by this variable. There was a significant multivariate effect for group, F(8, 374) = 12.26, p < .001, but not for gender or the interaction between group and gender. Using a more stringent p-value (Bonferroni correction of .006; i.e., .05 ÷ 8), the in-care group reported more school engagement, but lower aspirations for themselves, saw their parents as having lower aspirations for them, received less support from parents with their studies, and reported less school stability (all pvalues < .001). See Table 1 for descriptive statistics. We used chi-square analyses to test for differences in frequencies between the two groups on school role models (family at university, family at college). While there was no difference reported in relation to having family who studied at university (p = .06), the in-care group were more likely to report family having attended college, χ 2 (1) = 10.02, p = .002.
Insert Table 1 here
Correlates of School Engagement
We conducted two hierarchical multiple regression analyses to test for the correlates of school engagement separately for the two groups. In both analyses, school engagement was the outcome variable, and predictor variables were included if they had significant, bivariate correlations with an outcome variable. See Table 2 for bivariate correlations. For the analysis with the in-care group, school achievement was controlled for at Step 1. School aspirations of parents, school stability, parent support with studies, friends who like school, friends who intend to finish year 12, and having family at college were included at Step 2. Finally, the specific incare related variables of carer support with studies and how helpful was the caseworker were included at Step 3. At
Step 1, school achievement accounted for 4.6% of the variance in school engagement, F(1, 180) = 8.78, p = .003. At
Step 2, support from parents with studies (β = .16, sr 2 = 2.5%), having friends who liked school (β = .17, sr 2 = 1.9%), and having family at college (β = -.17, sr 2 = 2.9%) accounted for an additional 14.8% of the variance, F (6, 174) = 5.34, p < .001.
At
Step 3, the in-care questions of carer support with studies (β = .23, sr 2 = 4.5%) and caseworker helpfulness (β = .18, sr 2 = 2.9%) accounted for an additional 8.8% in school engagement, F (2, 172) = 10.55, p < .001. At this final
Step, in-care young people who reported receiving more support with their studies from carers, having more helpful caseworkers, and having fewer family attending college, also reported higher school engagement, over and above their reported school achievement level, which also was significant, F(9, 172) = 7.53, p < .001.
Summary data for this analysis are reported in Table 3 .
Insert Table 2 here
For the not-in-care group, school achievement was controlled for at Step 1. School aspirations of self, parent support with studies, friends who like school, and friends who intend to finish year 12 were included at Step 2. At Step 1, school achievement accounted for 11.1% of the variance in school engagement, F(1, 196) = 25.67, p < .001. At
Step 2, support from parents with studies (β = .27, sr 2 = 6.6%) and having friends who liked school (β = .19, sr 2 = 3.2%) accounted for an additional 15.6% of the variance, F(4, 192) = 10.31, p < .001. At this final
Step, not-incare young people who reported receiving more support with the studies from parents and having more friends who liked school, also reported higher school engagement, over and above their reported school achievement level, which also was significant, F(5, 192) = 14.36, p < .001. See Table 3 for summary data for this analysis.
Insert Table 3 here
Interviews
The focus of the qualitative analysis was on participants' experience and perceptions of school. A close reading of the transcripts established broad themes categorised as either positive or negative schooling experiences. From this, the data were interrogated deductively using a framework of cognitive, behavioural, and emotional engagement. Data were grouped into these three themes and comparisons were made between excerpts in order to highlight commonalities, differences, and issues. In the following section, examples are provided regarding the different dimensions of engagement as thematically evident in the participants' accounts. The concepts do overlap, and in some instances statements could be characterised as a combination of the three dimensions, rather than just one.
For most of the young people who felt positive about school it was evident that they were motivated to achieve and willing to invest effort, indicating cognitive engagement. They felt they were on a clear pathway to post-secondary education and qualifications (e.g., technical
certificates or diplomas), university, or a job. Some of these young people had received assistance to map out and progress their ideas for future careers in a planned and achievable manner by school staff and other supportive adults. For example, some were undertaking their senior subjects concurrently with technical courses, which would result in either a direct progression to a technical college upon school completion or the acquisition of a qualification. to end up a trolley pusher" (#20044). But many young people reported success with some aspect of schooling. Examples were high grades in particular subjects, being in the highest class for a subject, being good at art and drama, reporting that they found schoolwork easy or easier than anticipated, being fit, managing a part-time job and school demands well, or being good at football. These young people felt good about what they were achieving and how they were managing school.
Many participants said they got on with their work and behaved well at school, exhibiting that associating with peers who were involved in unproductive behaviour also had an impact:
"[I was] hanging out with new people and they were all into wagging school… smoking… drugs and alcohol" (#20045). A few of the young people felt that school was not right for them: "Because I'm in care it's sort of hard for me to fit in with most people…I get angry really easy" (#30044); "I'm over my child life now…children go to school. So I'm trying to act like a grown up and mature so I just want to get a job" (#30045). Personalised education plans are required
for all children in care, and are meant to ensure attention to children's achievement and participation in school activities. However, few young people participated in their development, and they did not seem to be a source of assistance: "I just sat there listening, I agreed. I was allowed to agree or disagree" (#20111). One young person did comment that he did not want to be involved: "I don't read it… I don't even want a copy, just more paper for me to put away somewhere" (#20200).
The impact of being in care for some of the young people did influence their engagement or connectedness to school. Placement in out-of-home care did at times result in changes to school and friends. A number of the young people commented that changing placements was highly disruptive and made it difficult to grasp concepts and curriculum unique to each school.
"[changing in year 8 and 9] I don't get some of the stuff that I'm supposed to know because I
was not at one school long enough" (#20045); "it would have been easier if I had also not moved so much during my primary school, because in primary school you learn everything you need to know for high school" (#20152). One young person also reported that being in care was viewed negatively by others, that stereotypical beliefs were held that young people were in care because of behaviour problems; so at times she felt unfairly judged. She considered that this contributed to why she could not obtain part-time employment. Conversely, two young people commented that being in care was a positive factor in their lives. One indicated that it had made her a stronger person and capable of facing difficulties, and for the other, it was the opportunity to live in an environment free from drugs and chaos.
Discussion
In this paper, we examined a range of school engagement variables, comparing young people in out-of-home care with those not-in-care. The in-care group reported lower aspirations for themselves, saw their parents as having lower aspirations for them, received less support from parents with their studies, and reported less school stability. These results are consistent with other studies that have found lower levels of educational attainment and participation for children in care (Cashmore, et al., 2007; Trout, Hagaman, Casey, Reid, & Epstein, 2008) .
Raising educational aspirations is crucial, so as to provide students with a reason to invest time and effort in learning and achieving, and cultivate cognitive engagement. The interviews suggested having a specific end-goal of education in mind assisted several of the participants to feel a sense of purpose and connection with their school environment. They had a vision or career goal, which appropriate guidance had made more tangible and accessible by breaking it down into achievable steps. This appeared to empower these young people to have a sense of control and direction for their studies. Learning and achieving at school had a pragmatic purpose.
Young people's personal motivation and tenacity also affected their level of school engagement.
Going beyond the low expectations of parents provided a motivation for some participants, who spoke about their drive to create a different future and life for themselves from that of their own parents. This determination made them more willing to apply themselves at school. Recognition that young people's own motives and determination can be fundamental to their connectedness, underscores the importance of exploring life goals and motivations with young people, and ensures case planning is future-oriented. These aspirations could be many and varied, but if made explicit, discussed, and encouraged, may contribute to heightening young people's own answers to questions such as, "Why bother to stay at school?".
While the in-care group reported more school engagement than their not-in-care peers, there were different factors driving engagement for both groups. Aside from school achievement, for the in-care group, support from carers and support from their caseworker were the factors that most strongly predicted school engagement. For the comparison group, academic achievement, parental support, and friends who like school were more strongly associated with school engagement. This highlights the vital role of care system personnel, reinforcing that education cannot be left to schools (Jackson & Cameron, 2012) . We have previously discussed the role and responsibility of the carer and the caseworker in promoting education as a route to a better quality of life . Other studies have highlighted the role of the teacher (Driscoll, 2011; Gilligan, 1998; Harker et al., 2004; Martin & Jackson, 2002; Merdinger et al., 2005) . While many young people who were interviewed appreciated teachers who would take the time to assist and encourage them, be approachable, and have a relaxed and cheerful disposition, it seemed that teachers were not as vital to school engagement as carers and caseworkers.
Friends were not associated with school engagement to the same level as for young people not-in-care, possibly because moving schools more frequently means friends are not so influential. The desirability of reducing the number of school changes for young people during their in-care journey have been noted in other studies (Ferguson & Wolkow, 2012) . As some participants discussed, changing schools did adversely affect them. They missed out on learning particular academic concepts, which for some resulted in them being ill-prepared for their senior studies. Although staying at the same school may not always be possible, and the views of the young person must be taken into account, aiming to keep school stable should be an objective when placement transitions occur. This is relevant not only to educational goals, but to the capacity of children to make and keep school friends and enjoy their time at school.
Feeling successful within the school environment, whether this is with academic achievement or just managing the demands of schooling, also contributed to school connectedness. These young people spoke with pride about a number of their achievements, which contributed to their sense of self-esteem and competence. School was a place where they were good at something, and recognition of this had occurred. This, in part, contributed to engaging these young people emotionally, as the school environment evoked feelings of positivity, enjoyment, and success. The stability and safety dimension of school also seemed to contribute to young people's emotional engagement. When school was seen as predictable and constant, they felt a part of a community that gave them a sense of belonging and connectedness.
As noted by others (Gilligan, 1998; school can offer a number of emotional and psychological benefits, which for in-care children maybe particularly beneficial. Clearly, if the school environment is positive for young people, every effort should be made by caseworkers to maintain this important connection.
A few of the young people in this study also highlighted that, if learning materials and curricula were not appropriately leveled, this could lead to disengagement. Likewise for some, the actual school environment and requirements appeared incompatible for them. These issues emphasise the importance of timely, individualised assessments of young people's educational needs, which includes learning materials and setting. Although there is diversity within the incare population regarding education needs, some alternative modes may be beneficial and warrant consideration.
School engagement is not static and can be cultivated, as "Routes to student engagement may be social or academic and may stem from opportunities in the school or classroom for participation, interpersonal relationships, and intellectual endeavours" (Fredricks et al., 2004, p. 61) . Educational support plans are a formalised mechanism to identify and discuss a young teachers, good relationships with friends and other personnel within the school, opportunities to progress talents and aspirations, quality guidance and counselling, and the use of non-harsh and consistent behaviour management approaches. However, education plans must be meaningful and actively involve young people and other relevant stakeholders (Hayden, 2005) .
Consideration of the different elements of engagement along with appropriate and tailored academic support for young people may provide an additional mechanism for addressing the educational risks that children in out-of-home care may face.
Conclusion
Overall, the findings from this study suggest that it would be beneficial to give explicit attention to the cognitive, behavioural, and emotional dimensions of school engagement for • School curricula tailored to the particular level and learning needs of young people Strategies for boosting the school engagement of young people in care may prove beneficial to interrupting and preventing the educational trajectories of disengagement and low academic attainment. Every effort should be given to keeping young people at school, so they have the opportunity to enjoy the social and intellectual rewards that positive schooling experiences can offer. Making a connection for young people at school promises to deliver a satisfying school experience that provides life-long returns. 
